In 1890 the society's journal The Author first appeared as a sixpenny monthly publication, with Besant as editor. In his opening editorial he explained that it was intended to be "the organ of literary men and women of all kinds" and that it was to become "the public record of transactions conducted in the interests of literature, which have hitherto been secret for want of such an organ." The journal has been published continuously ever since, although from 1919 as a quarterly. From 1961 until his recent death the journal was edited by Richard Findlater, associate editor of the Observer and eminent writer of theatrical history and biography as well as works about authorship. In his foreword to Author! Author!, a centenary anthology, he wrote: "The journal aspires to be informative, on occasions enlightening, even at times, with luck, entertaining. But its prime concern-now as in Besant's day-is the business and condition of authorship."
Copyright and contracts
The society's first major task was to get new copyright legislation and to broaden international copyright to include the United States, where British works had long been pirated. In 1886 Great Britain became a party to the Berne Convention and in 1891 the Chace Act in the USA (not a member of Berne) offered limited copyright protection conditional upon works by foreign authors being printed in the USA. It was not, however, until the UK Copyright Act 1911 was passed that an adequate domestic law was achieved, which in fact became the foundation of modern copyright.
Copyright is still a major preoccupation. The 1956 Act, which the society helped to promote, is now hopelessly out of date, and for over a decade the society has striven to prod reluctant governments toward introducing comprehensive new legislation to deal with an explosion of technical developments-photocopying, taping, computers, cable TV, and satellites. The society has of course been concerned in promoting other legislation of benefit to writers-the Defamation Act 1952, the Obscene Publications Act 1959, tax concessions in various finance acts, and, after a stormy 28 year campaign, the Public Lending Right Act 1979.
The society has also worked continuously for better terms in publishing and established the norm of the royalty agreement, with a percentage calculated on the published price of the book. Not that long ago outright sales of copyright for pitiful lump sums were usual. According to Arnold Bennett, Andrew Chatto would say to a writer: "I am sorry, I like your book very much indeed, but I can't give you more than £25 for the copyright." The author would say, "Oh, but Mr Chatto that is very little," and he would reply, "I have the cheque in my pocket," and that would be that.
Things have certainly improved since then, and the societynow a trade union, although a fairly conservative one and not affiliated to the Trades Union Congress-has, with the Writers Guild, signed minimum terms agreements with BBC Publications and Faber and Faber and is negotiating with other publishers. Parallel with this trade union collective bargaining, there is pressure for better terms from members of the society. All are entitled to detailed clause by clause vetting of contracts for work in all media (not only books) and, armed with this, most authors manage to achieve worthwhile improvements on the terms originally offered.
The society's help and advice is not, however, confined to contracts. It covers virtually any problem connected with the business side of writing; and a series of pamphlets is available on publishing contracts, agents, libel, copyright, income tax, etc. In the event of serious dispute the society takes up cases for members (indemnifying them against costs) for breach of contract and copyright infringement, for example, where the risk and cost would preclude action by the author alone, and when issues of general concern to authors are at stake.
As the society grew (it has over 3000 members) and with the development of new media-radio and film in the 1920s, television in the 1950s-the membership broadened to include all categories of authors, and specialists groups formed to deal with the particular concerns of some of them-translators, writers for broadcasting, children's writers, educational writers, and technical writers. interest; and to provide through the society advice to members on the special problems of medical authorship. Once the group had been set up the working party, which had been considering the formation of a separate society of medical authors, recommended instead that medical authors should join the Society of Authors.
Medical Writers Group
The second chairman of the Medical Writers Group was Professor Hugh Dudley, 1980-3, and the third Dr Thomas Bewley, 1983-4. The group held its first seminar in May 1981 on publishing contracts, and afterwards produced its Guidelines for Authors of Medical Books, with practical advice on publishers and their services, on precontract negotiations, artwork, sponsors, conferences, series, and so on. The Society of Authors supplies its members with a Quick Guide to Publishing Contracts and the medical group has a set of Supplementary Notes dealing with the particular problems of individual and multiauthor medical works, conference proceedings, and articles in learned journals. The guidelines are revised periodically as new problems arise and in the light of comments by authors and publishers. These publications illustrate the value of a specialist group getting together well known writers in a particular field, identifying common problems, and, with the expertise available within the society, advising on how these may best be resolved. 
